Introduction
In their day-to-day lives, people are continuously reminded of the fragility of their own existence. This sometimes occurs in painfully blatant ways, such as when a loved one passes away or when a major tragedy hits global news, but oftentimes through subtle cues that affect us subconsciously -ranging from environmental wilderness (Koole & Van den Berg, 2005) to regular television programming. Ever since the conceptualization of bounded rationality by Nobel laureate Herbert Simon (1967) , emotional states and unconscious primes are found to be a ubiquitous force in many degrees of social behavior and decision making (Lerner, Li Valdeselo & Kassam, 2015; Bargh, 2002) .
As Mortality Salience appears to be omnipresent in everyday life (Burke, Martens & Faucher, 2010) , research into how it affects consumer choice is a worthy endeavor in furthering decision science, policy and marketing.
The ability to become aware of one's mortality is considered to be uniquely human (Greenberg, Solomon & Pyszczynski, 1997) , and is capable of greatly influencing thoughts and behavior. Terror Management Theory (TMT) provides a comprehensive framework through which such Mortality Salience effects can be studied and explained. The theory is inspired by seminal anthropologist Ernest Becker (1973) , whose tome The Denial of Death led social psychologists Greenberg, Pyszczynski and Solomon (1986) to formulate TMT. Since then, the The Terror Management framework has been applied to social psychological phenomena as diverse as stereotyping (Schimel, Simon, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon & Waxmonsky, 1998) , aggression (McCregor, Lieberman, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt & Simon, 1998) , health behavior (Goldenberg & Arndt, 2008) , selfregulation (Ferraro, Shiv & Bettman, 2005) and even reckless driving (Ben-Ari, Florian & Mikulincer, 1999) . However, it was not until the last decade that this wildly flowing stream of TMT research finally captured the attention of consumer researchers. Arndt, Solomon, Kasser and Sheldon (2004) were the first to construct a comprehensive overview of TMT's theoretical implications for consumer behavior. While compelling, these proposals are still hypothetical, inferred from general TMT research rather than the result of empirical investigation within the consumer realm itself. Although some first endeavors applied to the 'buying arena' have been made (Mandel & Heine, 1999; Ferraro et al., 2005; Fransen, Fennis, Pruyn & Das, 2008) , its empirical underpinnings need further rigor to be useful in practice. With the present research, we aim to contribute to the empirical foundations of TMT in consumer behavior, by illuminating both new and existing ways in which Mortality Salience influences consumer preferences. These insights are not only beneficial for further theory construction, but are also of great value to marketers and policymakers, for instance when deciding the context in which to embed their messages.
Terror management and conspicuous consumption
The present study explores how Mortality Salience affects conspicuous consumption. Mandel & Heine (1999) were first to investigate the effect of Mortality Salience on materialistic preferences. In their study, participants who were primed with death liked high-status products better than participants primed with negative affect. In a cross-cultural follow-up study, a similar pattern for Japanese consumers was found, although the effect was considerably weaker (Heine, Harihara & Niiya, 2002) . This may reflect the somewhat weaker association between consumption and self-esteem traditionally found in collectivistic cultures, even though their consumption of status goods is rapidly growing there as well (Wong & Ahuvia, 1998) .
It is important to note that the Mandel & Heine (1999) study did not include a neutral control group, but compared a Mortality Salience prime with a negative affect prime. The authors justified this methodological decision with their objective to isolate 'death' from 'sad', as it is often debated whether negative affect is in essence the same as -or at least a side effect of -Mortality Salience (Greenberg, Simon, Harmon-Jones, Solomon, Pyszczynski, Lyon, 1995) . Nonetheless, the lack of a neutral control group makes it harder to draw valuable practical implications from their research. It remains unclear whether Mortality Salience shapes consumer preferences any differently than a neutral everyday state-of-mind would. As individuals differ in the range of their daily emotional ebb and flow (Larsen & Diener, 1987; Eaton & Funder, 2001 ), a study comparing Mortality Salience with a baseline neutral emotional state is desirable. The present experiment therefore adopts a neutral control group, granting scholars and practitioners richer insights into how consumers primed with death think and act differently than they regularly would. As such, our first research question partly replicates the original Mandel & Heine (1999) study, and valuably extends it. It strengthens the empirical underpinnings of TMT and sheds light on managerial pitfalls and opportunities in retail, marketing and advertising.
Drawing from TMT's theoretical premises, Arndt et al., (2004) argued that Mortality Salience may increase people's materialistic tendencies. As death-related thoughts fuel a motivational tendency towards self-esteem improvement, the authors theorized that conspicuous consumption (i.e., an increased preference towards materialistic products) should logically follow. High-status products have indeed been found to at least temporarily increase one's sense of self-worth (Sivanathan & Pettit, 2010) . And this effect ought to be more apparent in cultures that strongly associate consumption with status (e.g., western industrialized societies; Maheswaran & Agrawal, 2004) .
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Page 35 Additionally, indirect evidence exists on Mortality Salience's facilitating effect on conspicuous consumption. Kasser and Sheldon (2000) found that death-related thoughts heightened people's expectations of their future income, as well as rendering them more greedy and sensitive to instant gratification and the attraction of shortterm gains in a resource-harvesting simulation. A later study by Cozzolino, Dawn Staples, Mayers and Samboceti (2004) applied an alternative resource game and found a similar pattern of results. As these findings are in line with TMT's predictions, we expect that consumers who are primed with death are more likely to prefer highstatus brands than neutrally primed consumers. Hence, the first hypothesis addressed in the present experiment is that Mortality Salience leads to more conspicuous brand choices, as compared to a neutral mood.
H1: Mortality Salience increases conspicuous brand choices compared to a neutral mood.
Terror Management and preferences for familiar brands
In addition to increasing materialistic product preferences, we expect Mortality Salience to exert another major influence on consumer decision making: temporarily raising preferences for brands and products that people have come to know and like. While this question has never been empirically studied, we propose that an increased reliance upon familiar products follows logically from TMT's premises.
According to TMT, the desire to reduce the anxiety and uncertainty triggered by thinking about death mediates Mortality Salience's effect on behavior (Greenberg et al., 1997) . When death lingers top of mind, people appreciate safety, abhor danger (e.g., wilderness, as found by Koole & Van den Berg, 2005) and rely more vigorously on familiar cultural symbolism. In an applied study, Landau, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski and Martens (2006) found that Mortality Salience led to a decrease in appreciation of modern art, unless the art had meaning by means of a title or a personal frame of reference. In a similar study conducted during George W. Bush's presidency, a death prime increased people's support for Bush as seating president, while decreasing support for his democratic opponent John Kerry (Landau et al., 2004) . Together, these findings suggest that people show a greater appreciation of familiar concepts and maintain a more conservative worldview when primed with death.
To our knowledge, no research directly touches upon the issue of (un)familiar brand choice within the TMT domain. However, in somewhat related vein, Fransen et al., (2008) subtly manipulated mortality salience by means of a life insurance commercial and found a subsequent increased preference for domestic products over foreign ones (note that foreign does not equal unknown). On a theoretical level, Mandel and Heine (1999) briefly addressed the issue of novelty aversion when discussing future research directions. Interestingly, they propose two feasible but contradictory hypotheses regarding Mortality Salience's influence on brand preference. On the one hand, their anxiety-reduction hypothesis states that overstimulation, which is associated with high anxiety, may lead to safe and familiar choices. On the other hand, when people feel 'the end is near', they may be more motivated to live a life filled with variety.
The present research takes a theoretical stance in favor of the first (i.e., anxiety-reduction) hypothesis, because Mortality Salience has been found to influence behavior largely without conscious awareness or deliberate thinking . Greenberg et al., (1997) even call terror management the unconscious and ongoing defense against the thoughts regarding our own mortality. A painfully intrusive thought such as 'the end is near' unlikely results from the subtle death primes people encounter every day (e.g., insurance commercials, media exposure of crime and violence). As such, we expect brand preferences to follow the defense mechanisms reducing anxiety (Greenberg et al., 1997) . People who are primed with death, compared to neutral controls, are more likely to prefer the brands and products they already know, as our hypothesis predicts. Note that brand familiarity is likely to exert great influence on buying behavior regardless of mortality salience, as it helps to greatly cut down on time and effort as a choice heuristic at the point of purchase (Hoyer & Brown, 1990) . We expect this familiarity preference to become even more apparent when mortality is salient.
Thus, we hypothesize that Mortality Salience triggers an implicit tendency to reduce the anxiety associated with death-related thoughts, rather than an explicit rational choice to spend the rest of our life in a hedonistic way. Therefore, our second hypothesis predicts a stronger tendency to choose familiar products rather than unfamiliar ones when mortality is salient.
H2: Mortality Salience increases familiar brand choices compared to a neutral mood. This paper will continue with an outline of the present experiment, a statistical analysis of the empirical data and a discussion of the results, theoretical contributions and policy implications. 
Procedure
In the instructions, participants read that they are taking part in a marketing survey regarding brand preferences. After the briefing, they answer some initial questions that will supposedly facilitate the researcher's understanding of the target market's values, attitudes and lifestyles. Within these decoy questions, we embed a death-prime. Next, participants complete a PANAS affect survey, followed by the actual choice-task consisting of fifteen pairs of products, presented randomly. During each pair, the participant selects which one of the two they preferred most. In order to minimize suspicion regarding the true purpose of the research, we also include mock pairs that show no clear distinction on either conspicuousness or familiarity.
Manipulation and measures
Participants in the death-primed condition receive the following instructions (put forward by Arndt et al., 2004) : 1-Please describe briefly the emotions that the thought of your own death arouse in you. 2-Jot down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen as you physically die.
We induce the control group with a common neutral mindset. Participants in this condition simply make a list of their daily activities. Many earlier TMT studies have implemented similar approaches to control groups (for an overview, see Greenberg et al., 1997) .
After the manipulation, participants complete a short version of the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (Watson, Clark and Tellegen, 1988) . This scale is primarily added to shift participants' conscious internal focus away from mortality. As Mortality Salience effects are thought to operate outside of conscious awareness, diverting attention is a common practice found among virtually all TMT research (92.8%). The PANAS is also widely embraced because it is able to uncover unintended extraneous influences on affect caused by the death prime (PANAS is used by 47.7% of TMT research; Burke et al., 2010) .
The dependent measure consists of the choice participants made at seven critical product pairs (out of a total of fifteen pairs). Each pair measures either preference for conspicuousness, familiar products or familiar brands. We include two pairs to measure conspicuous preference (e.g., Chanel snowboard vs. Ride snowboard), three pairs for unfamiliar brands (e.g., Grapple versus Jonagold apples) and two pairs for unfamiliar products by the same brand (e.g., a brand extension such as Golden Power versus Golden Power Juice). For each participant, we sum the amount of conspicuous choices (max. 2), choices for unfamiliar brands (max. 3) and choices for unfamiliar products within the same brand (max. 2). In addition to product choice, we asked our participants to rate each brand on a scale of 1 to 10 to enable further analysis. The product pairs are carefully selected in advance, based on a pre-test with eighteen participants. In order to ascertain that the perceived distinctions mirror our intended manipulations, we ask the pre-test participants to rate each product on the dimensions luxuriousness, familiarity and attractiveness. In order to rule out alternative explanations, we retain the brand pairs that are perceived as highly different on the dimension of interest (e.g., luxuriousness for Chanel vs. Ride) but that are still rated equally attractive in the pre-test.
Results
We perform independent T-tests to analyze differences in choice preferences across conditions. Four control participants and one death-prime participant are omitted from the analyses because they did not complete the survey.
Conspicuous consumption
Based on pre-test results, two equally attractive conspicuous-nonconspicuous brand pairs are retained.
Participants who are primed with death preferred conspicuous products more often (M= 1.11, SD= .74) than do control participants (M= .64, SD= .50), t(31) = 2.15, p < .05 (Figure 1 ).
This finding corroborates our first hypothesis stating that Mortality Salience facilitates materialistic tendencies. It extends the original Mandel & Heine (1999) study by demonstrating that Mortality Salience increases conspicuous choice not only compared to negatively valenced emotions, but also compared to a neutral mood. 
Familiar products
The familiar-unfamiliar pairs contain three product pairs of different brands, as well as two pairs containing an unfamiliar extension within the same brand. Choice for the latter was not influenced by our Mortality Salience prime, t(31) = 1.23, p = .83. That is, participants do not favor a familiar product more than an unfamiliar one when it is made by the same (well-known) brand. However, the pairs that contrasted familiar with unfamiliar brands did show a trend in the hypothesized direction, narrowly approaching significance, t(31) = -1.26, p = .11 (one-tailed). Participants primed with death tended to prefer familiar brands (M = 2.47, SD = .84) more often than did control group participants (M = 2.07, SD = 1.00) (Figure 2 ).
Marginally significant, this finding is in the direction of our second hypothesis. It corroborates earlier findings that mortality salience increases preference for domestic products (Fransen et al., 2008) , while further illuminating the symbolic role fulfilled by brands. Unfamiliar products are only disliked when launched by unfamiliar brands, which fits well with the recurring finding that Mortality Salience heightens the need for symbolic meaning and its effects diminish when this meaning comes to surface (Landau et al., 2006) . Note that all participants clearly favor familiar brands, which is consistent with the well-documented consumer preference for familiarity (Park & Lessig, 1981) . Thus, the reason why the difference between priming conditions does not reach significance may be a ceiling effect and warrants further research. 
Mediation effects
We argue that the need to repair self-esteem underlies the stronger materialistic tendencies following a death prime (proposed by Arndt et al., 2004) , and an urge to reduce anxiety by adhering to one's cultural worldview (which is a general prediction of TMT; Greenberg et al., 1986) to underlie the relative preference towards familiar brands. Our experimental set-up strengthens the possibility that the preference for conspicuous products is mediated by a need to enhance self-esteem and a feeling of safeness, because of the additional preference for familiar rather than unfamiliar brands. The combined preference for conspicuous and familiar objects reveals a tendency towards self esteem striving and anxiety reduction, that helps to control the thoughts of death rather than a wish to enhance one's social status per se. These mediators -self esteem improvement and anxiety reduction -remain to be assessed in more detail in future experimental manipulations.
In addition to self-esteem enhancement, other mediators may play a role in shaping preferences for conspicuous goods under circumstances of Mortality Salience. For example, thoughts of death could induce a state of powerlessness, which in turn leads participants to "self-medicate" by choosing high-status products that restore their feelings of power (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008) . Future research could address this alternative possibility, by including a manipulation check for feelings of power after the product choice task as a hypothetical mediator.
Finally, for both hypotheses, it is possible that the effect of Mortality Salience may simply be mediated by negatively valenced mood resulting from thoughts about death. Because only our experimental condition incorporates the PANAS mood scale, differences in mood across conditions can not be directly analyzed. However, previous research on the role of affect in TMT provides evidence that rules out this alternative (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Lyon & Pyszczynski, 1989; Mandel & Heine, 1999) . Especially when death primes are subtle and indirect, it is unlikely that emotional states are profoundly altered, if at all.
Methodological discussion, applications and future research suggestions
The present experiment adopts a binary choice methodology. This allows us to use real-world products that differ only in the variable of interest (i.e., conspicuousness and familiarity) -thereby balancing experimental and ecological validity. For each choice, we carefully selected brand pairs that were given roughly identical attractiveness ratings in our pilot study. This methodology comes with a number of limitations, though. Our aim for high ecological validity by using real brands in naturalistic web presentations makes it impossible to control for all variables. For example, visual differences or prior consumer knowledge may have impacted choice as well. In order to rule out this possibility, future research may consider using mock products that are specifically created for the experiment. In addition, binary choices may not reflect the complexity of real-life consumer behavior, where consideration sets typically comprise a larger number of brands and are continuously revised and thinned out before an actual purchase is made (Shocker, Ben-Akiva, Boccara & Nedungadi, 1991) . To add ecological validity, albeit at the expense of clarity of design, further research could employ a multiple choice set, asking participants to rate each of the included products on attractiveness.
As is the case in the majority of psychological experiments, participants made choices without having to experience real consequences. This can make their choices feel unnatural. One way to address this point would be the use of a willingness-to-pay (WTP) measure (Poletiek & Stolker, 2004) , where participants indicate the maximum price they would be willing to give in exchange for each product. Nonetheless, based on previous
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research showing that people who are primed with death develop higher expectations about their future income (Kasser and Sheldon, 2000) , it could be argued that the same process causes them to bid substantially higher to acquire conspicuous products compared to control participants. A different approach to overcoming traditional experimental limitations would be to observe Mortality Salience effects in naturalistic settings. For instance, by analyzing how consumption patterns change around tragic events (e.g., the terrorist attacks at September 11, the death of a well known celebrity). In addition, now web analytics are a common good among researchers and practitioners alike, software enables researchers to bridge subtle death primes with real purchase data from ecommerce websites. For instance, how would a news story about a plane crash affect an on-page ad for a luxury clothes brand?
Our findings grant marketing practitioners and policymakers richer insights into what drives consumer choice and several fruitful areas of application. The habit of smoking -and the task of persuading people not to -is one such area. Anti-smoking advertising campaigns and government warnings on cigarette packets usually focus on strengthening the association of smoking with mortality. However, as smoking is commonly associated with glamour and social status among adolescents (Barton, Chassin, Presson & Sherman, 1982) , the association of cigarettes and death -effectively making cigarettes a mortality prime -could paradoxically make people more likely to light a cigarette.
Another application of our data is consumers' preference for green or environmentally friendly products. Social marketers often use threatening images of dying polar bears, rising sea levels and natural disasters to motivate consumers to make more environmentally responsible choices. If these persuasion attempts function as a death prime, they may actually dissuade people from changing their behavior to choose for novel, more environmentally friendly products. And because most death cues do not capture focal attention, but instead influence behavior unconsciously , the effect of Mortality Salience on openness to new products is likely to be most pronounced for behavior occurring similarly unconscious, automatic and habitual (Wood & Neal, 2009 ).
In similar vein, mortality Salience could also have an impact on the effectiveness of surprise in advertising and policy communication. Surprise occurs in reaction to unexpected stimuli, or those that deviate from the status quo (e.g., Kahneman & Miller, 1986) . Since Terror management theory suggests that people primed with death are more motivated to preserve their established cultural worldview, they may also be more sensitive to surprise and regard it more negatively.
In the realm of policymaking, Terror Management research illuminates several caveats as well as potential areas of application. While our results will make advertisers of well known or luxury brands eager to advertise the minute after a shocking news story, this would be bad timing for communication endeavors that challenge the receiver's existing worldviews. This includes many social marketing causes, progressive political parties or campaigns that address social problems such as racism, obesity or climate change. Terror Management Theory stresses the importance for policymakers to be mindful of the context in which their messages are embedded. A slightly gruesome thriller may be just enough for a politically liberal message during the commercial break to meet blind resistance.
On the other hand, policy communication that addresses the feeling of local or national community may benefit from Mortality Salience. The motivation to reduce anxiety may make receivers particularly receptive towards causes that enhance their sense of self and culture. An example of a campaign appealing to local sentiment is the anti-littering campaign 'Don't Mess with Texas', created by The Texas Department of Transportation.
Conclusion
The present results provide evidence that, when the accessibility of thoughts about death is high, people increase their likelihood of choosing conspicuous over non-conspicuous brands and familiar over unfamiliar brands. Interestingly, this increased preference for what is familiar does not occur when an already famous brand releases an unfamiliar product under its own label. So while death-primed participants are relatively averse towards unfamiliar brands, they are not towards unfamiliar products per se (e.g., Red Bull introducing Red Bull Shots). This resonates with the recurrent Terror Management finding that cultural icons are often used to distance oneself from the fear of death (Greenberg et al., 1995) , a role that may be naturally fulfilled by the symbolic power of brands (Elliott, 1994) .
Thus, in line with Terror Management Theory, our data show that Mortality Salience guides consumer preferences towards products that may help them alleviate terror-producing thoughts. Firstly, it makes people more likely to choose high-status products, thereby protecting their self-esteem . Secondly, the data suggest
